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English	  Assessment:	  3000-­‐level	  courses	  
Fall	  2011	  –	  Spring	  2012	  
Background	  
In	  2011-­‐12,	  The	  English	  department	  assessed	  our	  3000-­‐level	  classes—courses	  aimed	  primarily	  
(though	  not	  exclusively)	  at	  English	  majors.	  As	  explained	  in	  past	  assessment	  reports	  (especially	  
2008-­‐09),	  our	  goal	  for	  3000-­‐level	  classes	  is	  to	  build	  on	  the	  skills	  of	  literary	  analysis	  and	  
familiarity	  with	  literary	  history	  developed	  in	  2000-­‐level	  courses	  and	  to	  begin	  developing	  the	  
research	  skills	  and	  the	  understanding	  of	  scholarly	  conversation	  that	  will	  culminate	  in	  the	  4000-­‐
level	  seminar.	  	  
We	  chose	  to	  focus	  on	  these	  courses	  partly	  because	  anecdotal	  evidence	  from	  both	  students	  and	  
faculty	  suggested	  that	  students	  feel	  overwhelmed	  by	  and	  underprepared	  for	  the	  demands	  of	  
our	  4000-­‐level	  courses,	  particularly	  the	  required	  research	  paper.	  
Objectives	  and	  Methods	  
Broadly	  speaking,	  our	  assessment	  of	  these	  courses	  had	  two	  objectives:	  
1. Determine	  whether	  these	  courses,	  which	  vary	  considerably	  in	  focus,	  are	  reasonably	  
consistent	  in	  terms	  of	  expectations,	  workload,	  types	  of	  assignments,	  exposure	  to	  
academic	  discourse,	  and	  writing	  instruction.	  
2. Determine	  whether	  students’	  written	  work	  demonstrates	  an	  appropriate	  facility	  with	  
analysis,	  argumentation,	  and	  disciplinary	  writing	  conventions;	  identify	  any	  consistent	  
problems	  in	  student	  writing	  at	  this	  level.	  
We	  addressed	  the	  first	  of	  these	  objectives	  by	  comparing	  syllabi	  of	  recently-­‐offered	  3000-­‐level	  
classes	  and	  the	  second	  by	  examining	  samples	  of	  student	  writing	  judged	  by	  faculty	  to	  represent	  
the	  upper,	  middle,	  and	  lower	  thirds	  of	  the	  classes	  from	  which	  they	  were	  taken.	  	  
Analysis	  
Our	  comparison	  of	  course	  syllabi	  demonstrates	  that	  we	  are	  giving	  a	  range	  of	  assignments	  at	  the	  
3000-­‐level	  that	  should	  prepare	  students	  for	  4000-­‐level	  seminar	  papers:	  reading	  theoretical	  and	  
critical	  materials,	  compiling	  annotated	  bibliographies,	  writing	  refutation	  and	  response	  papers,	  
engaging	  with	  faculty-­‐selected	  secondary	  sources	  and	  building	  on	  them	  to	  make	  new	  
arguments.	  	  
Our	  comparison	  of	  syllabi	  also	  shows	  that	  while	  the	  amount	  of	  reading	  and	  the	  types	  of	  
assignments	  are	  generally	  consistent	  (with	  some	  variations	  appropriate	  to	  the	  needs	  of	  
particular	  courses),	  the	  range	  of	  paper	  lengths	  and	  total	  pages	  of	  writing	  required	  are	  not.	  	  
However,	  the	  most	  significant	  variations	  among	  courses	  appear	  to	  be	  in	  the	  area	  of	  writing	  
instruction.	  Most	  syllabi	  make	  no	  mention	  of	  writing	  instruction:	  conferences	  with	  the	  
instructor,	  required	  revisions,	  guided	  peer	  review,	  writing	  exercises	  focusing	  on	  conventions	  of	  
academic	  discourse,	  etc.	  In	  addition,	  most	  syllabi	  do	  not	  indicate	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  revision	  is	  
	  	  
required,	  allowed,	  or	  encouraged.	  Notably,	  the	  syllabi	  that	  do	  explicitly	  mention	  writing	  
exercises	  or	  revision	  are	  for	  classes	  that	  do	  not	  focus	  on	  literature,	  while	  most	  of	  our	  seminars	  
do	  focus	  on	  literature;	  students	  may	  therefore	  be	  getting	  mixed	  messages	  about	  the	  
importance	  of	  writing	  in	  their	  literature	  classes.	  
Our	  analysis	  of	  student	  papers,	  too,	  indicates	  the	  need	  for	  additional	  writing	  instruction	  at	  the	  
3000	  level	  (and	  possibly	  the	  2000	  level	  as	  well).	  All	  assignments	  required	  a	  focused,	  organized	  
argument	  supported	  with	  specific	  textual	  evidence;	  students’	  success	  at	  constructing	  such	  
arguments	  varies,	  though	  a	  comparison	  of	  first	  and	  last	  essays	  from	  individual	  courses	  shows	  
that	  students	  across	  all	  skill	  levels	  are	  able	  to	  construct	  more	  complicated	  arguments	  by	  the	  
end	  of	  the	  semester	  than	  at	  the	  beginning.	  	  
All	  essays	  demonstrate	  that	  students	  understand	  that	  they	  need	  to	  include	  textual	  evidence,	  
though,	  once	  again,	  their	  success	  at	  doing	  so	  varies:	  the	  top	  papers	  generally	  introduce	  sources	  
appropriately	  and	  integrate	  quotations	  successfully,	  while	  papers	  from	  the	  middle	  third	  show	  
consistent,	  if	  minor,	  problems	  with	  appropriate	  use	  and	  incorporation	  of	  evidence	  and	  papers	  
from	  the	  bottom	  third	  show	  more	  significant	  and	  widespread	  problems.	  Organization	  is	  
similarly	  varied:	  the	  top	  essays	  have	  clear	  introductions	  and	  thesis	  statements,	  purposeful	  
organization,	  and	  conclusions	  that	  actually	  pull	  together	  the	  argument	  and	  make	  a	  final	  claim;	  
the	  middle	  essays	  progress	  clearly	  but	  tend	  to	  assume	  too	  much	  reader	  knowledge	  or	  to	  make	  
unclear	  references	  and	  to	  rely	  heavily	  on	  summary	  in	  the	  conclusions;	  the	  weakest	  essays	  show	  
significant	  problems	  with	  the	  organization	  and	  conclusion.	  
The	  most	  consistent	  weakness,	  which	  shows	  up	  even	  in	  the	  sample	  of	  top	  papers	  and	  is	  
widespread	  across	  the	  middle	  and	  bottom	  third,	  is	  the	  lack	  of	  effective	  analysis	  of	  textual	  
evidence:	  many	  of	  the	  essays	  show	  students	  assuming	  that	  quotations	  speak	  for	  themselves	  
and	  require	  no	  additional	  analysis	  to	  support	  the	  writer’s	  argument.	  This	  problem,	  more	  than	  
any	  other,	  limits	  the	  essays’	  intellectual	  substance	  and	  rhetorical	  effectiveness.	  
Outcomes	  
Our	  analysis	  suggests	  three	  sets	  of	  changes	  to	  our	  3000-­‐level	  courses	  and	  our	  communication	  
with	  our	  majors.	  
1. Be	  more	  consistent	  about	  our	  range	  of	  paper	  lengths	  and	  total	  pages	  of	  writing.	  In	  our	  
discussion	  of	  the	  assessment	  results,	  we	  agreed	  on	  appropriate	  ranges:	  20-­‐30	  pages	  of	  
writing,	  including	  10-­‐18	  pages	  polished	  prose;	  no	  paper	  required	  to	  be	  longer	  than	  12	  
pages	  (though	  the	  allowed	  maximum	  might	  well	  be	  higher).	  New	  courses	  will	  adopt	  
these	  standards,	  and	  existing	  courses	  will	  be	  revised	  to	  reflect	  them.	  
2. Explain	  more	  clearly	  why	  and	  how	  the	  writing	  assignments	  in	  our	  3000-­‐level	  courses	  are	  
intended	  to	  help	  prepare	  students	  for	  4000-­‐level	  seminar	  papers.	  We	  need	  to	  make	  sure	  
students	  understand	  that,	  in	  3000-­‐level	  classes,	  we	  expect	  them	  to	  engage	  with	  
scholarly	  materials—which	  may	  be	  provided	  by	  the	  teacher	  and/or	  selected	  by	  students	  
in	  conjunction	  with	  library	  instruction.	  This	  information,	  along	  with	  the	  expected	  
workload	  noted	  earlier,	  should	  be	  posted	  on	  the	  English	  website	  as	  part	  of	  an	  
	  	  
explanation	  of	  what	  each	  course	  level	  generally	  requires	  and	  how	  the	  levels	  are	  
different	  from	  each	  other.	  
3. Increase	  writing	  instruction	  in	  both	  2501	  (Literary	  Studies,	  the	  gateway	  course	  for	  the	  
major)	  and	  3000-­‐level	  courses.	  Because	  one	  main	  goal	  of	  the	  3000-­‐level	  courses	  is	  to	  
lead	  up	  to	  the	  research	  paper,	  much	  of	  the	  instruction	  at	  this	  level	  may	  focus	  on	  
preparing	  students	  to	  enter	  and	  participate	  in	  scholarly	  conversations:	  incorporating,	  
attributing,	  and	  especially	  analyzing	  quotations	  and	  other	  textual	  evidence	  from	  both	  
primary	  and	  secondary	  sources.	  However,	  we	  also	  need	  to	  improve	  writing	  instruction	  
more	  generally.	  A	  significant	  subset	  of	  our	  students	  need	  to	  learn	  to	  organize	  essays,	  
write	  strong	  opening	  and	  closing	  paragraphs,	  cite	  in	  MLA	  format,	  and	  produce	  prose	  
that	  conforms	  to	  the	  conventions	  of	  academic	  written	  English.	  They	  also	  need	  to	  learn	  
how	  to	  revise	  effectively.	  We	  may	  choose	  to	  assess	  our	  progress	  on	  this	  front	  in	  2013-­‐
14.	  
Generally	  speaking,	  our	  analysis	  suggests	  that	  when	  English	  majors	  say	  they	  want	  to	  be	  better	  
prepared	  for	  4000-­‐level	  courses,	  they	  are	  referring	  less	  to	  the	  amount	  or	  type	  of	  reading	  
they’ve	  done	  than	  to	  the	  kind	  of	  writing	  that	  seminar	  requires.	  Our	  2012-­‐13	  assessment	  of	  
4000-­‐level	  classes	  should	  help	  to	  confirm	  or	  modify	  this	  conclusion.	  
